Terminology and Appearance
The subject of ancient Greek and Roman panel painting, designated in ancient testimonia as the most pre-eminent form of artistic expression,1 has found relatively little favor among ancient art historians in recent decades.2 This has been due, no doubt, to the very slim physical evidence of the format that has survived to the present day. With the exception of finds from Egypt, including the well-known mummy portraits, only the faintest hints of the long tradition of panel painting remain. The study of the materials and formats of ancient art is worthwhile, however, and there are two extant sources, which may give us a clearer idea of the broad range of physical forms and modes of display of painting on panel in antiquity, at least in the final two centuries BCE. These are, on the one hand, descriptions of painted panels, or πίνακες, in a set of inscriptions detailing temple holdings on the island of Delos under the second Athenian administration, and on the other hand, Roman wall paintings which take the form of a picture gallery, at the so-called Villa della Farnesina. Individually, each is among the most informative pieces of evidence for the appearance of ancient painted panels to have survived; when considered together they are more eloquent still. That is, although the Delian temple inventories and Roman paintings are not specifically related, their correspondence affords not only a more definite idea of the visual forms of the inscriptions' verbal definitions, but also an indication of the degree to which these paintings participated in the long tradition of Hellenistic artistic culture.
Temple inventories are attested in inscriptions at Delos prior to the beginning of the Independence period in 324 BCE, but it was only after 166 BCE, when the island was handed back to the Athenians by Rome, that such inventories began to document objects in non-precious materials, including statues and paintings.5 The πίνακες of the Delian inscriptions were examined in an article from 1913, but the author, René Vallois, treated only part of the epigraphic material, which had not yet been fully published.6 Furthermore,
